Electroencephalography, evoked potentials and MRI brain scans in saturation divers. An epidemiological study.
One hundred and fifty-six air and saturation divers, mean age 33.6 (range 21-49) years, were examined. The control group consisted of 100 offshore workers and policemen with the health requirements to have a diving certificate, mean age 34.0 (range 22-48) years. The examination protocol included electroencephalography (EEG), visual evoked potentials (VEPs), brain-stem auditory evoked potentials (BAEPs) and magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) of the brain and brain-stem. Abnormal EEGs, with focal slow waves mostly in the temporal regions and sharp potentials, were found in 18% of the divers and in 5% of the controls (P = 0.003). Abnormal EEGs correlated significantly with the exposure to saturation diving (P = 0.0006) and the prevalence of decompression sickness (P = 0.0102). Alcohol consumption was negatively correlated with abnormal EEGs (P = 0.0006). Mean I-III BAEP latency was increased (P = 0.047) in the diver group. P100 VEP latency decreased with age (21-49 years). High signal intensity changes obtained by MRI were found in 33% of the divers and in 43% of the controls (P = 0.14). It is concluded that the nervous system of saturation divers is influenced by their occupation and that EEG is a useful method in the health examination of divers.